I connected with Randy at a conference here in San Francisco last year, where I invited him to come back on the show. At the time, I intended to do another show about architecture, focusing on how things have changed in the intervening six years, and the differences between a platform such as eBay and video game development. Traditionally, SE Radio has been strong in the areas of design and architecture, but we recently decided to also address career development. So, I asked Tobias to do a show on job interviews and hiring.
While a vast amount of literature covers how to conduct a job interview-from both sides-this show provides insight into how a technology leader manages the interview process. One of the more interesting aspects of the conversation was the discussion of cultural differences between US and German practices.
After you read this partial transcription, I hope you'll download and listen to the entire thing. It went so well that Shoup has agreed to do another show about engineering culture, which has been recorded and will be published later this fall. -Robert Blumen
In some of your talks, you spoke about hiring "A-players." What does that actually mean? It is very well documented and studied that, particularly in creative industries like software, the difference in productivity between the most productive and least productive people is not just like 1.5 or 2 times; it is like 10 times. The most productive engineers in a sufciently broad company are around 10 times as productive as the least productive ones.
Since that is true, you're better off as a company when you have this opportunity to hire those "10 times" people, because (a) you can hire fewer of them and (b) if you hire fewer of them, you can have smaller teams. Simply by having a smaller team, there will be a lot less communication and coordination overhead and the team can be more productive. All else being equal, a company is much better off hiring somebody who is more skilled rather than less skilled.
But you asked a very excellent and subtle point: is that objective or a bit subjective? Think of it as the World Cup. That means that when a company says they're hiring only A-players (the so-called top 10 percent), this doesn't necessarily mean that a second company is talking about exactly the same people when they want to hire A-players. It depends on whether they t the culture and have the right and needed expertise. It isn't that we leave 90 percent of the population behind. That is absolutely true. The top 10 percent of those as de ned by Kixeye is somewhat nonoverlapping with the top 10 percent whom SAP, or Google, or eBay, would be looking for. There is some overlap but we're looking for people with the best skill sets who also t into our team culture.
One aspect you pointed out in your talks that I really like is that C-players hire C-players, or maybe Bplayers hire C-players more often than A-players, because there's this competition going on and they don't really want to be overruled by someone who's more skilled. The idea to hire A-players is to see how this affects the whole team and the team effort.
I'm glad you brought that up because that is the other aspect of A-players. You're trying to maximize the productivity of the team that you have, but you also want that team to be a sustainable kind of organism. The best way to get an A-player is to have a group of A-players already. Because, rst of all, that is very attractive for the candidate: "Wow, these guys are really amazing. I want to work with them. I af rmatively want to work with those people." That is the rst step.
The ip side of that is that the Aplayers are con dent in their own skills; they want to work with other excellent people. The people who are currently on your team are af rmatively looking for people who are the best because they can learn from them and so on. A lot of being an Aplayer frankly is an attitude about learning-you know, about always growing; that is how you get there.
But sadly, it is true that A-players tend to hire other A-players, but like you brought up, B-players tend to hire C-players. The intuition there is that (whether consciously or unconsciously) there is a lack of con dence or an underlying fear about being overshadowed.
When I heard your talks on the Internet, it seemed you admired the Google way of hiring. Can you tell how the Google way differs from the "normal" way and why you prefer it? Brie y, let's start with Google's goal. Google's goal is to hire
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A-players and only A-players. Imagine the hiring process as a sort of pipeline, and out the other end they want only A-players to be absorbed into Google.
Google is willing to have false negatives, but never false positives.
… A false negative is where they say, "Sorry, Randy, Google's not a good t for you." And they're okay with making a mistake, like, "Oh, actually Randy should've come, but we're okay with making a mistake and letting him go potentially." But they would never want to have a false positive, which is where they would hire Randy but Randy actually wasn't a good t at Google.
Everything about the process is organized around that goal. To start from the candidate's perspective, the candidate goes through a very deep and detailed set of technical interviews.
I studied for weeks with an algorithm textbook before I did my Google interviews-and I've been doing this for a long time. It was well worth it because the technical interviews are very deep and very challenging. That is good for two reasons. It is a good ltering mechanism. But it is also a good demonstration or signaling of how serious Google is about engineering. Giving a tough interview to a candidate is a good thing from the perspective of ltering to see where the candidate's strengths and weaknesses are. That is one value. But the other value, which I think people underappreciate, is that you're signaling to the candidate, "We're serious about this position. If you come, here this is a great place to work, exactly because we put so much effort into the interview and it is so dif cult."
People like challenging things. That is why people like to play games like the games that we make at Kixeye. People love a challenge. Google is not intending to make it a game. I'm not trying to trivialize that. But there are two halves to this thing, and I think the second half isn't as appreciated.
What fraction of your time or your team's time do you spend recruiting and hiring?
We're a 500-person company, and we have six full-time recruiters; it is very important. We put lots of effort on it from the whole company. For me and my team personally, we spend 10, 15, 20 percent sometimes. A decent chunk of time.
We spend a lot of time and effort evaluating candidates and making sure they're good ts and also each of us leveraging our own networks to nd people. We talked a lot about a detailed interview process, but the very best way to nd if somebody is a good t is to know them already.
Let me make a little bit of a joke. The standard hiring process is a little bit like you talk to somebody for an hour and then get married. That is crazy.
Yes, it is.
That is totally insane. The by far better way and the far more productive way for everybody involved is to have known somebody ahead [of time]. To take the analogy further, somebody whom you work with has already dated them for multiple years, already knows them really well, and knows that they're going to be a t.
We've had the best success, both in terms of interest of candidates coming to Kixeye and then for success for people once they're here, from referrals of people who have worked with the candidate for a long time before.
There is no substitute for that. There's nothing we can do in a handful of hours, no matter how many tests, no matter how objective we are, no matter how detailed or fast we talk. There's no way we can substitute for, "Oh yes, I worked with this person for three years at this company, and here's why she's wonderful and here are her skills. Here are her strengths and weaknesses."
My next question is particularly important for me as a German, and maybe for all our listeners in Asia and Europe. Do you think the described techniques are contrary to cultures in nations other than the US? For example, if I, as a German, just because I applied for the rst time at your company, would have a really hard time reapplying after six months, I think I simply wouldn't do it. Do you think that this notion is wrong? Do you think Giving a tough interview to a candidate is good to see where the candidate's strengths and weaknesses are.
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that there are general aspects that apply to every country? When (if at all) do you think you have to adjust your techniques? My experience is limited to hiring in America and particularly hiring in Silicon Valley. I am very open to the idea that not all of these practices are going to translate even across the United States, let alone across into Europe and Asia. So as to your point, I think I would be surprised if there weren't differences globally.
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